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Molecular biology tools
Need a replacement for a
manufacturer’s protocol or product
datasheet? Want to re-order an
enzyme, but can’t find its catalogue
number? As manufacturers scramble
to put their product information on-
line, much of it can now be tracked
down on the web. In this article The
spider takes a subjective look at the
web offerings of some of the big
suppliers of products for molecular
biology (if we haven’t included your
favourite supplier, try searching for it
by name using Alta Vista —
http://www.altavista.digital.com/).
Promega
The well-designed site for Promega
(http://www.promega.com) carries a
fully searchable HTML version of
Promega’s catalogue (for a list of the
‘web words’ and acronyms used in this
article, see [1]). Search for ‘Eco’, for
example, and you will find details of
EcoRI and other restriction enzymes,
each of which is linked to a list of
frequently asked questions (FAQs).
The most popular of Promega’s
technical bulletins are also available
online, together with recent editions
of the Promega Notes magazine; articles
cover topics such as optimizing the
polymerase chain reaction (PCR)
using Promega’s Taq polymerase.
Amersham International 
Amersham’s impressively
comprehensive web site (http://www.
amersham.com/life/ or http://www.
amersham.co.uk/life/) includes a fully
searchable product database, with in-
depth coverage of its reagents for
protein and nucleic acid detection.
Many of the entries contain links to
supplementary protocols and Techtips.
Amersham’s product application
bulletin (Life Science News) is also on-
line. The web-site is mirrored in the
USA and the UK, so choose
whichever is closer you.
Boehringer Mannheim
Boehringer Mannheim’s site
(http://biochem.boehringer.com/)
includes the Boehringer bulletin,
Biochemica, alongside technical tips
and details of the full product range.
Product data-sheets and protocols
can be retrieved either by product
name or by catalogue number. The
only problem is that nearly all the
content is provided as ‘static’ PDF
pages which require Adobe Acrobat
viewing software and are not
searchable.
Pharmacia Biotech
Much of Pharmacia Biotech’s
catalogue can now be browsed on
their web site (http://www.biotech.
pharmacia.se/), but text searching is
not available (a major handicap). Only
the table of contents for Pharmacia’s
separation technology bulletin,
Downstream, is available on-line.
Perkin Elmer
Products covered in greatest detail
on the Perkin Elmer site
(http://www.perkin-elmer.com)
include thermal cyclers, PCR
reagents, and Applied Biosystems
DNA sequencers. Some technical
bulletins and FAQs concerning PCR
are available, but many aspects of the
site are still under development —
searching wasn’t functioning at all
when The spider last tried to use it.
New England Biolabs
New England Biolabs’ site
(http://www.neb.com/), like
Pharmacia’s, relies heavily on PDF.
Both product manuals and plasmid
maps are available for downloading
in this format: this part of the site
essentially serves as a direct
alternative to faxed datasheets. But
the site also contains some well laid-
out web pages with application
details and usage information for
newer products.
Perhaps most useful of all is
REBASE (http://www.neb.com/
rebase/rebase.html), a publicly
accessible database developed and
maintained by New England
Biolabs, which contains a
compilation of information about all
known restriction enzymes.
Merck
The Merck Index, an invaluable
chemical reference text, is currently
available only through fee-based
on-line services, but The Merck
Manual, a widely used medical
reference work, is freely accessible
and searchable on Merck’s web site
(http://www.merck.com/). Merck’s
product information is limited to the
USA and Canada, but international
users are allowed access to details of
the Merck Gene Index Project,
which claims to have contributed
300 000 expressed sequence tags
(ESTs) to Genbank (an impressive
40 % of the publicly available
sequence entries in the database).
R & D Systems
R & D Systems’ fully searchable web
site (http://www.rndsystems.com/) is
a good example of a manufacturer
targeting a specific community of
researchers and creating a genuinely
useful resource. The site contains
R & D’s full catalogue of
immunology reagents, together with
product datasheets and protocols,
articles from its own Cytokine Bulletin,
and a fine collection of annotated
links to other cytokine and
immunology-related web sites.
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